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Abstract 
After the ethnic conflict in Macedonia, great importance was given to bring back the values of teaching and learning in multicultural 
and multilingual settings. The South East European University (SEEU) is the only regional university that offers equal opportunities 
for both Albanian and Macedonian nationalities to study in their mother tongue or choose English as a medium of instruction. The 
students enrolled at the SEEU come from different ethnic backgrounds. The Language Center, which operates within this 
university, offers English courses to all students from all SEEU faculties, starting from general English skills up to academic and 
ESP. Having this mixture of teachers and students, the teaching and learning of English in this environment is rather challenging 
for both sides. The most challenging issue in teaching a foreign language (in our case English) is the concern of teachers on whether 
to use the learner’s first language or not. This paper focuses on the question of whether there is a use of the L1 in ELF teaching at 
SEEU, Language Center English classes. If, yes, to what extent and in what occasion is it used? The paper examines and elaborates 
the methodological strategies that English teachers employ in order to accommodate and facilitate the needs of the students who 
have been raised and educated in a multilingual setting. The data collected for this paper were analyzed using quantitative and 
qualitative methods. In conclusion, the findings emerging from this study suggest that balanced and careful use of L1 in the English 
classes seem not to affect the students’ exposure to the target language. 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Peer-review under responsibility of Hacettepe Universitesi. 
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1. Introduction 
Macedonia is a very small but known as a multicultural, multiethnic and multilingual country. While in the 
elementary and high school, students are placed in the classes according to their nationality, in the university level 
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they are mixed in one group. This diversity in the classes, especially when teaching a foreign language, sometimes 
brings many complications when it comes to use the L1. 
Poudel, P. P. (2010:121) defines multilingualism as “a condition in which more than two languages are used in the 
same setting for similar purposes”. The concern of teaching in such diverse context comes from the fact that the 
teacher has to manage a class full of students from different language, cultural and religious background. In such 
circumstances using students L1, might in fact, waste the time designed for teaching and learning. Yet, another concern 
comes up if the teacher does not speak all the languages of the students in the classroom. On the other hand, if L1 is 
used, teacher must give equal opportunity to all students in order not to discriminate any of them.  
Being trained, teachers know that there are ways to demonstrate and explain vocabulary or any other linguistic 
problem by using synonyms, antonyms, gestures or mime and using these strategies may help teachers avoid the L1 
use in the classes.  
Even though the Language Center policy is to only use English as a language of instruction, both teachers and 
students are tempted to use their L1 during the English classes. In this paper I will discuss about using the L1 in the 
English classes and is its role in the process of acquiring the target language. 
2. Literature review 
2.1. Pros and cons of using the L1 in the English class 
EFL teachers, based on their experiences as learners of a foreign language, claim that the mother tongue has a 
beneficial role in second language acquisition and learning.  
Using L1 has a great impact on the EFL learning process .Many scholars claim that learners acquire a second 
language by using the knowledge they already have of their native language. Implementing this strategy enables them 
to cope with communication difficulties and interaction. Studies have shown that learners rely on their background 
experiences and prior knowledge of their native language to acquire a second language. They use structures from their 
first language that are comparable to the second language transfer forms and meanings while attempting to read, speak 
or write the second language. Using L1 in EFL classes has been a very debatable question. This question has divided 
scholars into two groups.  
On one hand, there are those who support the use of L1, such as Atkinson (1987), who strongly supports the theory 
that students' mother tongue shouldn’t be completely ignored in the English classes since "the use of L1 can be very 
effective in terms of the amount of time spent explaining" (Atkinson, 1987:242).On the other hand, there are those 
who are against the use of L1, claiming that the overuse of L1 restricts the students’ exposure to the target language. 
Among a number of teachers in second language acquisition, there seems to be an increasing conviction that the 
first language (L1) has a facilitating role in the second language acquisition (Schweer, 1999). Also Ferrer, (2000) 
states that a good number of teachers guided from their experiences as learners of a second language, claim that the 
mother tongue has an active and a beneficial role in instructed second language acquisition/learning. 
Stern (1992) suggests that L1 and L2 could not be considered apart as he argues that: "the L1-L2 connection is an 
undisputable fact of life, whether we like it or not the new knowledge is learnt on the basis of the previously acquired 
language" (1992: 282). 
 On his research he concludes that excluding the use of L1 will obstruct the comprehension of the target language 
effectively. The author continues explaining that if the learner lacks of comprehension, one will not be able to achieve 
any success in learning the language; therefore, author supports the use of L1 when it is considered as necessary. 
Macaro (2005:532) points out that avoiding the L1 increases usage of input modification (e.g. repetition, speaking 
more slowly, substituting basic words for more complex ones, simplifying syntax, etc.) which is time consuming as 
well as it makes the teaching boring and less realistic. In line with these facts, Nunan and Lamb (1996) consider that 
L1 is inevitable during the learning process, particularly at low levels. 
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2.2 Examples of the previous researches
Regarding the use of the L1 in the L2 classroom, it is important to find out how students themselves feel about it. 
A research conducted by W. Schweers (1999:7), used his Spanish students and researched teachers and students 
feelings about the use of mother tongue. A high percentage (88.7%) of the student participants felt that Spanish should 
be used in their English classes. He also found out that two of the teachers never used Spanish to address to their 
classes. One of the teachers permitted students to answer questions in Spanish, and the other only used one Spanish 
word in the frame “How do you say ‘X’ in English? So, the main reason why some teachers use Spanish in second 
language acquisition was to keep students who do not understand every word on track as to what is happening in the 
lesson. Schweers (1999) in a report of the outcomes of his research on the use of the mother tongue in English classes 
concludes that a second language can be learned through raising awareness of the similarities and differences between 
the L1 and L2. Noor, Hashim H (1994:104) in his research found out that the learner’s L1 is very determining of 
second language acquisition. The L1 is a resource of knowledge which learners will use both positively and negatively 
to help them shift the L1 data in the input and to perform as best as they can in the L2.  
Auerbach (1993:19) states that L1 provides a sense of security and validates the learners’ lived experiences, 
allowing them to express themselves. The learner is then willing to experiment and take risks with English. Auerbach 
(1993:21) suggests the following possible uses of the mother tongue: negotiation of the syllabus and the lesson; record 
keeping; grammar, phonology, morphology, and spelling; discussion of cross-cultural issues; instructions or prompts; 
explanation of errors; and assessment of comprehension. 
In a research conducted by Januleviþienơ, Kavaliauskienơ (2000:4), where they asked teachers of ESP classes the 
following questions:  “Should the native language be used in a foreign language class at university?” 86% of teachers 
responded with ‘Yes’ as well as 83% of students responded so. “No” answer has been favored by 14% of teachers, 
and 17% of students, respectively. So, from the respondents it seems that teachers and students are quite united in 
their opinion on the importance of the L1 for teaching and learning a foreign language on a tertiary-level.  
Besides the above mentioned authors that supported the use of L1, there are considerable authors that state their 
arguments about the disadvantages of using the L1. 
Although the English only movement has been opposed, its supporters still determine to use English as the medium 
in the EFL classroom.  
A common argument against L1 use is interference from the native language. Dulay, Burt & Krashen (1982) as 
cited in (Al-Harbi, 2010:145) define the interference “as the automatic transfer, due to habit, of the surface structure 
of the first language onto the surface of the target language". According to Cook, (2001), interference is a major source 
of difficulty in the target language learning and to avoid that, the separation of L1 and L2 should be made.  
A further argument is that using L1 might affect students' learning process negatively, since it reduces the exposure 
learners get to the L2 and reduces their opportunities for using the target language (Polio & Duff, 1994; Turnbull, 
2001; and Deller & Rinvolucri, 2002). 
3. Significance of the study 
This paper focuses on the question of whether there is a use of the L1 in ELF teaching at SEEU, Language Center 
English classes. If, yes, to what extent and in what occasion is it used? 
The paper examines, what are the students’ attitudes towards the L1 use in an EFL classroom. It also aims to give 
deeper insight into why English language students prefer to use their mother tongue in their English classes. It will 
reveal students’ perspectives and attitudes on the L1 use, which will help teachers understand why their students tend 
to use L1 and in what contexts. Being aware of this fact, teachers will become aware about which materials and 
methods should be used in order to help students learn English effectively. This may lead to the eventual improvement 
of the students’ English language skills.   
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4.  Methodology 
This study was carried out at South East European University in the academic year 2012/2013 and was conducted 
in Basic English Skills classes. Two types of data collection were used. The data collected were analyzed using 
quantitative and qualitative methods. Students filled in questionnaire and four teachers were observed, in order to see 
whether the learner’s L1 was present in English classes, and to what extent, as well as its role in the teaching and 
acquiring of the target language, i.e. English. 
This paper answers the following research questions: 
x What is the amount of L1 that English teachers use in an EFL classroom in a multilingual setting? 
x Why is the L1 used in an EFL classroom? 
x What are the students’ attitudes towards the use of L1 in English classes in a multilingual setting? 
 
To obtain more authentic classroom data, the students were not informed about the observation purpose beforehand. 
I have contacted and explained the teachers that I will need their permission to observe their classes for the 
methodological issues, thus teachers were not alerted about L1 usage.  The researcher observed the class activities and 
conversations for 50 minutes. During the observation, notes about teacher’s and students’ talking in the class were 
taken and observation forms were used to collect the data. Observation categories were developed, which selected the 
aspect of behavior to be observed. Since similar observations have been conducted in previous research, the categories 
are mostly based on a combination of some previous studies’ categories and are adjusted according to this paper 
research statement.  
4.1. Participants 
Participants of this study were the SEEU undergraduate students, between the ages of 18-25. The total sample 
consists of 60 students, male and female, from different ethnic groups (Macedonian, Albanian, Turks and Roma). 
Students follow the beginner and pre-intermediate level of English.  
The study also included Two Albanian and two Macedonian speaking English teachers. They were observed and 
notes were taken on how much L1 did teachers use during their English classes. The teachers too, are non-native 
speakers of English. 
4.2. Instruments 
For the purposes of this study, the following instruments were used: 
x Questionnaire for students. Students were asked to fill in a questionnaire with their impressions about the use of 
L1 in English classes.  
x Classroom observations. I observed four of our colleagues’ classes and filled in observation forms according to 
the rubrics and comments. 
5. Results 
5.1. Students’ questionnaire results 
Results from the Student‘s questionnaire showed that students have a positive attitude towards teachers’ use of the 
L1 in EFL classes. Regarding the 1st question: should English teachers use the L1 in the English classroom at the 
University level? The majority of students (72%) expressed a positive attitude towards using the L1 answering with 
“yes”. The results illustrate that students use their native language when they do not understand a particular word or 
concept. They discuss with their colleagues before speaking in English, ask questions, and express opinions which 
they are not able to do in the target language. Students expressed the necessity of using the L1 during the classes as it 
helped them to become more confident. They claimed that English teachers' use of the L1 helped them learn and 
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understand English easier. Students confirmed that English teachers usually use the L1 to explain difficult concepts, 
to check comprehension and to elicit words in English. 
On the 2nd question, more than half of the students (57%% percent) indicated that the teachers’ use of the L1 has 
helped them to comprehend difficult concepts and learn English. In choosing the open – ended ‘other reasons’ option 
of this question, few students reported that teachers’ use of the L1 helped them become more confident to ask questions 
when they could comprehend in English or, when they cannot understand complex teachers' questions or instructions. 
Students confirmed that they would like their English teachers to use the L1 more often, adding that they would like 
30% of the English lesson period (say, 50 minutes) to be in L1.As evident from students answers, they always use 
their L1during the English lessons (88%).Most of the students (76 %) claim that it was very difficult for them to 
understand the lesson if the teacher exclusively used English. The results clearly have indicated that using English all 
the time is not feasible. Medgyes (1994:66) also argues that the monolingual approach to English language teaching 
is "untenable on any grounds, be it psychological, linguistic or pedagogical" Hence, it is advisable for teachers to 
resort to the students’ native language in certain situations.  
 And finally, to the last students’ question: “what purposes does your teacher use the L1?” The students circled the 
following answers: to explain difficult concepts, to joke around with students, to give complex instructions and to 
compare and/or contrast English and L1 (e.g., phonology, morphology, grammar).  
5.2. Classroom observation results 
From the classroom observations, it was concluded that only few students could interact in English with the teacher 
regarding the content that the teachers were teaching. At this point it is important to stress the difference in result 
regarding the Albanian and Macedonian English speaking teachers.  
The results show a significant difference in using students L1 among Albanian and Macedonian teachers. This 
results were, however, not very surprising, as it has its political background. Namely, Macedonian language has been 
the official language since the existence of SFR Yugoslavia, and it has become the constitutional language since 
Macedonia’s independence (1991). All the minorities had to learn Macedonian as L2; therefore Albanian teachers 
were more competent in using both Macedonian and Albanian in their English classes.  
Macedonian English speaking teachers on the other hand lack the knowledge of the Albanian language, therefore 
they were not able to use it during the English classes and maintained English only policy. This was the main reason 
why observation results differ among the Albanian and Macedonian English speaking teachers. All observed English 
classes were mixed nationality group. 
5.3. Macedonian English speaking teachers’ observation results 
Regarding the Macedonian teachers, from the very beginning of the class it was evident  that teacher does not use 
students L1.The teacher tempt to use different strategies, like pictures, drawings, associations, synonyms, antonyms, 
flashcards and definitions when dealing with the vocabulary and new items. However, there were situations where 
students lack the capacity to convey the meaning or even understand the teacher’s instruction. In those cases teacher 
used his/ her own L1 and asked students to provide the translation or use the adequate word that was supposed to be 
translated or explained by the teacher. During the classes, students used a lot of L1 in their group or peer activities. 
Students used L1 to seek each other's’ help. The students explained the task to each other, negotiate the roles they are 
going to take, or check their understanding with their peers through the L1.  In many cases, students seem to be very 
unhappy and frustrated when they could not understand the complex grammar rules. This example supports their 
answers in the students’ questionnaire where majority supported the use of L1 to explain difficult concepts.  
The observation data also supports students’ negative attitude towards using English only, where they claim that it 
was very difficult for them to understand the English lesson if the English teacher exclusively used English. 
5.4. Albanian English speaking teachers’ observation results 
As expected, Albanian English speaking teachers used more L1 during their classes. This is due to their ability and 
language competence to speak the students’ L1.Code switching occurred more often during these observed classes. 
194   Merita Ismaili /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  199 ( 2015 )  189 – 195 
Helping shy students to express themselves, motivating students (Informal chat/joking), explaining complex grammar 
rules and sometimes give instructions were listed among the most common reasons for using L1 in the English classes. 
Although Albanian teachers strived to use as much English as possible, yet it was evident that the L2 cannot be 
used without the students’ comprehension being taken into account. The observation data proved that L1 was also 
used among the students when they seek each other’s help (they use L1 to speak to each other during group/pair work). 
Most of the students were found to be using their L1 to ask questions to teachers. At this stage the teachers explained 
or replied to the queries of students in both English and the students’ L1. This influenced the teachers’ talking time, 
since much valuable teaching time was wasted on explaining.  
Having a diverse class, teacher had to use the students’ L1 which sometimes resulted in three languages. This 
prevented students on being able to use English productively. The over use of L1 in the classroom seem to make some 
students lazy in term of using the English as they completely depended on teachers translation. On, the other hand, 
the majority of students took the advantage of the L1 usage in the classroom as they were less frustrated and stressed. 
They were willing to actively participate, not hesitating to ask for the unknown word or using the language.  
In all observed classes teacher used different techniques to help students understand the vocabulary items, convey 
the meaning as well as to activate students’ prior knowledge. Generally speaking, the following are the strategies that 
teachers employed during the classes:  
x Teacher wrote a sentence on the board and encouraged a collective translation. 
x  Teacher asked a few general relevant questions to activate the students' background knowledge so there could be 
better comprehension by them.  
x Teacher used pictures, flashcards, definitions and synonyms to introduce the new vocabulary or describe the 
word(s). 
6. Conclusion 
The overall impression of the conducted study is that both teachers and students have positive attitude toward using 
L1 in the English classes. However, this attitude depends on teachers’ ability to speak the students L1 as in contrary 
it will be disrespectful toward the students. In such situations, teacher chooses to use English only policy, allowing 
students to interact with each other in their L1. So, when students are trying to say something, but have difficulty to 
express themselves, they can say it in their own language and the teacher can help them reformulate the question, in 
order to make students feel less stressed and anxious. 
Undoubtedly, there are advantages and disadvantages to using the learner’s L1 in the English classroom, especially 
when teaching low proficiency level of students, who come from different language, cultural, and religious 
background. 
As the paper reveals, L1 is seen as beneficial because the teacher is able to support the process of acquisition by 
explaining complex structures, words that cannot be demonstrated or showed to the students.  On the other hand, L1 
helps students to feel more relaxed and not hesitate to ask questions or express opinions which they cannot do in the 
target language. Although L1 seems to help students during the teaching, the use of L1 should not be misused to waste 
teaching and learning time, because the student’s exposure to the target language is mostly limited to the classroom. 
The results obtained from the students’ questionnaire and the observations clearly show that the target language 
should be the primary means of communication in foreign language learning and teaching. The target language was 
present in all observed classes, and all teachers stated that they use the mother tongue only in” emergencies”. The 
students’ questionnaires showed the same result. They were allowed to use their L1 in the classroom, but the L1 usage 
was limited only for the purposes stated earlier in the paper. In addition, it is the teachers’ responsibility to limit the 
usage of L1, and they should be selective when and to what extent they use the learners’ native language in the English 
classes, so as to not harm the acquisition of the target language. The study confirms that English teachers do use the 
L1 during teaching classes; however Macedonian teachers used English to a larger extent. 
In conclusion, the finding emerged from this study suggests that balanced and careful use of L1 in the English 
classes seem not to affect the studentsெ exposure to the target language. It can even be beneficial in the learning 
process and may be needed for increasing comprehension. 
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7. Limitation of the study 
There were a number of limitations to the current study that would need to be addressed in future research. Because 
of the time constrains, only relatively small samples of students were included. Having a larger number of participants 
would have made generalization more reliable and might have given different results of the current study. It was 
difficult to divide the participants into equal numbers according to the first language background groups. Using large 
groups would have allowed for a much more comparative, quantitative study. On the other hand the study was limited 
to elementary and pre-intermediate level of students’ proficiency. The results of the current study may not be 
applicable to other groups and level of proficiency of students.  
8. Recommendations for further research 
Another study should be carried out, involving intermediate and advanced proficiency level students, where a 
bigger sample of students would be used. Observed classes should be video recorded in order to support the data taken 
from the observation.  
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